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Categories of Otherness in the Discursive Construction of National
Identity During an Internal Conflict: Turks and Politically
Organized Kurds in the Print Media
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Abstract

This article examines how Turkish national identity and otherness have been constructed in mainstream print media in
Turkey during the ongoing ethnic conflict. The study applies critical discourse analysis to a sample of 449 news articles
published in three leading mainstream dailies, Hiirriyet, Milliyet, and Sabah, during a month of intensifying conflict
between Turkish security forces and PKK militants in 2015. I identify five forms of disconrse used to discursively construct
national identity and otherness: military-legal, national-symbolic, cultural-ethical, dramatic-emotional, and ethnic.
Together, these discourses construct a Turkish national identity while reinforcing the ‘other’ as illegitimate, non-national,
unethical, inhumane, and non-Turk.
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Abstract in Kurmanyji

Kategoriyén yédinbiiné di avakirina gotari ya nasnameya netewi de dema pevg¢iinén navxweyi:
tirk i kurdén bi awayé politik rékxisti di medyaya ¢apbiyi de

Ev gotar analiz dike ka ¢awa nasnameya netewey? ya tirk il yédinbin di medyaya capbityt ya navendi de hatiye avakirin
di dema peveiinén etniki yén berdewam de. Ev xebat analiza diskiiré/ gotari ya rexney? tetbiq dike li ser 449 nimiineyén
niigeyén ¢capbiiyi yén ji teref sé rojnameyén navendr yén sereke Hiirriyet, Milliyet it Sabahé di mebeke peveiinén giran én
navbera  bhézén ewlehiyé yén tirk i militanén PKKé ya sala 2015an de. Ez pénc formén diskiiré pénase dikim ku di
avakirina diskir? ya nasnameya netewi 7 yédinbiné de hatine bikaranin: leskeri-legal, netewi-sembolik, kulturi-
etikt] exclagl, dramatife-hesti ii etniki. Ev diskir bi hev re nasnameyeke netewt ya tirki ava dikin ligel xurtkirina
Yyédin’ weki xeyrimesrii, ne-netewt, ne-exlaqi, ne-insani i ne-tirk.

Abstract in Sorani

(ol (63398 9 <S80 I 3 gL SApiilala S AL o gATAT (shalianld (g U o8 AL AT 0 S5 3l sl sl 3y
1agl Sl sl Al gl A,

A co gl 300 1S ) 55 Al (S s (551 Sla (sLise Al S5 55 (5 i g8 5 (o 340 (el SLialty (i g Al A4 o
Y )53 4l S g gai sl Caiinon 1Sy il Rt ) (5 )R (6 IS5 4o sty 535510 () 43 o) g0 s (el IS
2 Ekale 4l SBe (50 sl 4l ¢(las 5 Cotllan (s ) 93) (So s i35 e Al S el stn (S B 5>
Ol o )0 R (o0 38 ity g o AR5 S5 12 Yo v 0l al chaSasay 1 laSan 5 LS ) 58 (Spiads o 338 ()
(5 spagma o I (a5 3l A 15 SRS 5 (oo AR (sAalinli (5 U (AL Gp 05l ke IS4 4S 650 S
55 ¢(ASed g 33 (S ) 55 (oo s (Sl 4l R pdl co A8 (531 40 5 (5 1) Sl 53 ¢ EDNAAG (5 ) 5 5iS

!Dr. Ahmet Cevdet Askin, Independent researcher based in Turkey. E-mail: ahmetcevdetaskin@gmail.com
Kurdish Studies Q‘
All rights resetved @ 2022 Transnational Press London


http://www.kurdishstudies.net/
http://www.kurdishstudies.net/
http://www.kurdishstudies.net/
http://www.kurdishstudies.net/
http://www.kurdishstudies.net/
https://journals.tplondon.com
mailto:ahmetcevdetaskin@gmail.com

86 Categories of Otherness in the Discursive Construction of National Identity During an Internal Conflict

9 4\_:\3}?).4_\ (DR (o a3l (o AIL Koy a8 st ()R ia S iy (5 5adied 1S leda 4l
S5

Abstract in Zazaki

Virastisé nasnameyé neteweyi yo vatiski yé wexté pérodayisé zereyi de kategoriyé weténi:
capemeniye de tirk i kurdé réxistinané siyasiyan

A A A

Na meqale analiz kena ke wexté pérodayisé etmiki de capemeniya Tirkiya ya bingeyéne de wetént ii nasnameyé tivkan o
neteweyt seni ameyé virastene. Cigérayis pé analizé diskirsi yo rexnegir qayité 449 nusteyané xeberan keno ke mengéka
serra 20157 de heté hiré rojnameyané serekeyan Hiirriyet, Milliyet 7 Sabab ra derbegé pérodayisé girant yé mabéné
hézané asayisé tirkan 7 militanané PKK de wesaniyayi. Ez panc tewirané diskiirst tesbit kena ke munageseyan de
semedé viragtisé wetént i nasnameyé neteweyi ra ameyi xebitnayene: leskeriyo qandini, neteweyiyo sembolik, kulturiyo
etik, dramatiko zerriziz i etnikki. Péro piya, né diskiirsi yew nasnameyé tirkan o neteweyl viragené i girani dané ser
ke “€ bini” sey nemesri, béneteweyi, neetik, béinsaf i netirk béré musnayene.

Introduction: Ongoing conflict and battlefield of the discourses

After World War I, the fall of the Ottoman Empire left a political vacuum in the Kurdish-
inhabited lands in southeastern Anatolia and northern Iraq. The Lausanne Treaty, signed on
24 July 1923, formalized the de facto division of Kurdish-inhabited lands among Turkey, Sytia,
and Iraq, ushering in decades of turbulence for the Kurds in this region.? Chaliand
characterizes the colonial re-partitioning of the Middle East following the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire as the Kurds’ misfortune.? McDowall thinks that the Kurds only really
began to think and act as an ethnic community after World War I.# Therefore, the ‘Kurdish
question’ in a broader sense emerged after 1918. This article concerns the discursive
construction of a dominant identity through otherness categories in Turkey.

Although the terminologies vary, scholars across multiple fields generally accept that Kurdish
ethnic identity has been a political, social, and cultural issue in Turkey since the foundation of
the Republic in 1923. The roots of the ‘Kurdish problem’, which occasionally takes the form
of armed rebellions against the central government, go back to the Ottoman Empire.>
According to Yayman, there have been 29 Kurdish rebellions against the central governments
since 18006, of which nine occurred in the Ottoman period.® However, Candar argues there
have only been four major Kurdish armed uprisings that can propetly be called rebellions
since the Turkish Republic’s foundation in 1923. The first three, in 1925, 1930 and 1937, were
all led by either religious figures or tribal chieftains, and the PKI (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistan,
Kurdistan Worker’s Party) initiated the most recent one in 1984.7

Yegen summarizes the different approaches to the Kurdish question in Turkey. In the first
half of the twentieth century, it was generally conceptualized as a fatal rivalry between the

2 Othman Ali, “The Kurds and the Lausanne peace negotiations, 1922-23”, Middle Eastern Studies 33 no. 3 (1997): 521.

% Gerard Chaliand, ed. Peaple withont a Country: The Kurds and Kurdistan, trans. Michael Palis (London: Zed Press, 1980), 11.

4 David MacDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2007), 4.

S Baris Unlii, Tiirklik Sizlesmesi: Olugumn, Isleyisi ve Krizi (Ankara: Dipnot, 2018); Biisra Ersanli, Giinay Goksu Ozdogan, Nestin
Ucarlar, Tiirkiye Siyasetinde Kiirtler: Direnis, Hak Araysgs, Katlm (Istanbul: Tletisim, 2012); Hamit Bozaslan, La guestion kurde: Fitats
et minorites an Moyen-Orient (Paris: Tallandier, 2013); Tsmail Besikci, Devletleraras: Simiirge Kiirdistan (Istanbul: Alan, 1999); Martin
van Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh, and State: The Social and Political Structures of Kurdistan (.ondon: Zed Press, 1992); Mesut Yegen, Devlet
Siyleminde Kiirt Sorunu (Istanbul: Tletisim, 1999), Miistakbel Tiirk'ten Sizde VVatandaga: Cumburivet ve Kiirtler (Istanbul: Tletisim, 2014).
® Hiseyin Yayman, Sark Meselesinden Demokratik Agilima: Tiirkiye'nin Kiirt Sorunn Hafizas: (Ankara: SETA, 2011), 54-55.

7 Cengiz Candar, Turkey’s Mission Impossible: War and Peace with the Kurds (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2020), 151.
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backward, pre-modern and tribal past and the prosperous present. In the 1950s and 60s, it
was perceived as a tension between the peripheral economy and national market. Later, in the
1970s, Kurdish unrest was understood to be a communist incitement. Since the collapse of
the Soviet Bloc in the 1990s, it has been seen as a matter of ethnic revival and separatism.?
Igduygu, Romano, and Sirkeci assert that this revival is the result of the material and non-
material insecurity of the Kurdish population in Turkey.? This insecurity is arguably not solely
a Turkish problem, as Kurds today are minorities in Turkey, Iran, Syria, and Iraq. According
to Sheyholislami, although Kurds form part of the four different social and political systems,
a cross-border or trans-state Kurdish identity has been growing since the beginning of the
1980s.19 This change has inevitably alarmed the sovereign states, including Turkey, and
provoked them into harsh measures to control it. As a result, social tensions have increased
and paved the way for armed conflicts. The PKK, which has, next to Turkey, organisational
footprints in Iran, Iraq, and Syria as well, is one of the prominent actors in this process.
O’Connor argues that the PKK insurgency has been a major factor in the strengthening of
Kurdish identity to today’s level.!’ This conflict should be defined as a trans-state ethnic
conflict, as it also affects the Kurds living in Syria, Iran, and Iraq.!?

Currently, vast areas stretching from northern and eastern Syria to northern Iraq are the site
of well-prepared and organised military operations conducted by Turkey, Iraq, and the
Kurdistan Regional Government. For success, a military operation must be legitimate in the
eyes of the people, and public discourses for and against such operations are important
components of these struggles. Likewise, armed insurgent groups, too, seek to build legitimacy
for the sake of their causes.!? In conflicts with an ethnic dimension, this discursive struggle
involves the construction/reconstruction of identities and otherness. This article examines
how Turkish national identity and otherness have been constructed in the mainstream print
media in Turkey in the context of the ‘Kurdish problem’. In approaching this research
question, it applies critical discourse analysis (CDA) to a sample of 449 articles published in
three leading mainstream dailies, Hiirriyer, Milliyet and Sabah, during a month of intensifying
conflict in 2015. It concludes that Turkish national identity is constructed through otherness
categories such as ‘illegitimate’, ‘non-national’, ‘unethical’, ‘inhuman’, and ‘non-Turk’, which
are established through ‘military-legal’, ‘national-symbolic’, ‘cultural-ethical’, ‘dramatic-
emotional’, and ‘ethnic’ discourses, respectively.

25 July 2015 is chosen as the beginning of the one-month study period, as that is the date on
which the Turkish air force bombed the PKK camps in northern Iraq, ending almost two and
a half years of truce. The bombing signalled the failure of the so-called peace talks, which had
been initiated by the government in the first days of 2013, and gave rise to frustration in
Turkish civil society, especially among the Kurds. According to Candar, with the collapse of
the peace process, the unprecedented hopes for a nonviolent resolution of the Kurdish

& Mesut Yegen, “Turkish nationalism and the Kurdish question”, Ethnic and Racial Studies 30 no. 1 (2007).

® Ahmet Igduygu, David Romano, Ibrahim Sirkeci, “The ethnic question in an environment of insecurity: The Kurds in Turkey”,
Ethnic and Racial Studies 22 no. 6 (1999): 993.

10 Jaffer Sheyholislami, Kurdish Identity, Disconrse, and New Media (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011), 47.

1 Francis Patrick O’Connor, “Radical political participation and the internal Kurdish diaspora in Turkey”, Kurdish Studies 3 no. 2
(2015): 167.

12 Kemal Kirisci and Gareth M. Winrow, The Kurdish Question and Turkey: An Example of a Trans-State Ethnic Conflict (London:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 26.

3 Eric W. Schoon, “Building legitimacy: Interactional dynamics and the popular evaluation of the Kurdistan Workers® Party
(PKK) in Turkey”, Small Wars & Insurgencies 28 no. 4-5 (2017).
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question in Turkey were lost, giving way to intense conflict.'¥ Notably, the bombardment
occurred as the ruling AKP (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, Justice and Development Party) lost
the majority in patliament due to the HDP’s (Halklarin Demokratik Partisi, Peoples’
Democratic Party) success in the general elections on June 7.1> Under these political and social
conditions in general, the said military policy shift gave momentum to armed conflicts in the
mountains and sparked armed street fights in several south-eastern towns such as Sur, Cizre,
and Nusaybin as paramilitary forces connected with the PKIK, originally called the YDG-H
(Yurtsever Devrimei Genglik Hareketi, Patriotic Movement of Revolutionary Youth), and later the
YPS (Yekineyén Parastina Sivil, Civil Defence Units) erected barricades and defended them for
several months before being harshly suppressed. Bakan attempts to explain the dynamics of
this urban conflict with reference to the dialectical relation between macro- and micro-level
politics and suggests that socio-spatial dynamics comprised significant mechanisms that
facilitated the conflict in Sur.16

Literature review

The current conflict in Turkey began on 15 August 1984, when the PKK simultaneously
attacked Eruh and Semdinli, two towns in south-eastern Turkey. Parallel to this ongoing
conflict, there has been an extensive body of research on the Kurdish question in Turkey. In
their review, Yegen, Tol, and Caligkan observe the breadth of this literature, which stretches
from the significance of traditional social structures to the displacement of Kurds and the role
of Kurdish women in resistance, and from the Turkish state’s policies towards Kurds to the
conflict-resolution process.!” Unver uses a discursive approach to compare how Turkish,
European, and American legislatures construct the Kurdish question in their political
debates.!® Aktiirk argues that counter elites, armed with a new discourse about the relationship
of ethnicity to nationality, can change an ethnicity regime. The AKP’s post-2009 reforms on
the rights of linguistic minorities could be seen as symptomatic of a movement away from a
policy of assimilation to one of multiculturalism.’ However, in a recent study, Tirkmen
suggests that the AKP government’s policies regarding the ‘Kurdish problem’ have become
ethno-nationalist since the elections of 7 June 2015.20 Despite the range of well-documented
themes, the literature neglects some aspects of this conflict, including how the mainstream
print media in Turkey has discursively represented Turkish national identity and otherness
during the ongoing ethnic-based conflict. Two exceptions are Sezgin and Wall’s examination
of the media’s representations of Kurds in Turkey based on a case study
of Hiirriyer newspaper?! and Erdem’s analysis of the representation of the Kurds and the pro-
Kurdish DTP (Demokratik Topium Partisi, Democratic Society Party) in mainstream Turkish

14 Candar, Turkey’s Mission Impossible: War and Peace with Kurds, 421.

15Gonil Tol, “Turkey’s endgame in Syria”, Foreign Affairs (2019): 3, available at https://www.foreignaff airs.com/articles/ turkey/
2019-10-09/ turkeys-endgame-syria (last accessed on 2-10-2022).

16 Ronay Bakan, “Socio-spatial dynamics of contentious politics: A case of urban warfare in the Kurdish region of Tutkey”,
Kurdish Studies 8 no. 2 (2020).

17 Mesut Yegen, Ugras Ulas Tol, Mehmet Ali Caliskan, “Ethnicity and elections in eastern Turkey: What do the Kurds want?”,
Contemporary Review of the Middle East T no. 4 (2020).

8 Hamid Akin Unver, Turkey’s Kurdish Question. Disconrse and Politics since 1990 (New York: Routledge, 2015).

9 Sener Aktiirk, Regimes of Ethnicity and Nationhood in Germany, Russia, and Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).
2 Giilay Tirkmen, Usnder the Banner of Lslam. Turks, Kurds, and the Limits of Religions Unity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021).
2 Dilara Sezgin and Melisa A. Wall, “Constructing the Kurds in the Turkish press: A case study of Hiirriyet newspaper”, Media,
Culture & Society 27 no. 5 (2005).
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media between 2008 and 2009.22 In fact, while reporting on the armed struggle carried out by
the PKK against the Turkish state and Kurdish demands for autonomy, the print media has
discursively constructed and reinforced a Turkish national identity that is coterminous with
the sovereign state through the marginalisation of various social groups and political and civic
institutions. This article uses critical discourse analysis to identify and analyse the otherness
categories used in the print media to construct Turkish national identity during this intense
conflict.

Discourse and identity: A close relation

The term ‘discourse’ is used differently by scholars in linguistic and cultural studies. While
German and Central European scholars make a distinction between ‘text” and ‘discourse’,
‘discourse’ is often used for both written and oral texts in the English-language literature.”
Talbot uses the term ‘text’ for the observable product of interactions, i.e., a cultural object,
and ‘discourse’ for the process of interaction itself, i.e., a cultural activity. She suggests that
“text is the fabric in which discourse is manifested, whether spoken or written, whether
produced by one person or several. The distinction, then, is between product and process,
between object and activity”.24

For Foucault, the term ‘discourse’ means an institutionalized way of speaking or writing about
reality, and it defines for the users what is worthy of being intelligibly thought and said about
the world. In every society, the production of discourse is controlled, selected, organised, and
distributed by specific procedures, including exclusion techniques. Accordingly, for Foucault,
discourse is the thing for which and by which there is a struggle. In short, it is power to be
seized.?®

Combining linguistic and Foucauldian approaches, CDA formulates discourse as a form of
social practice. As bodies of knowledge and practice that shape people, discourses give power
to some and not others. They only exist in social interactions in specific situations.2 In other
words, “describing discourse as social practice implies a dialectical relationship between a
particular discursive event and the situation(s), institution(s) and social structure(s) which
frame it: the discursive event is shaped by them, but it also shapes them” .27

Identity is constructed based on similarities and differences. Any identity, therefore, needs to
be defined based on the ‘other’. However, rather than a static social category, identity can be
understood as a dynamic process situated in time, ever-changing.?® It needs to be
reconstructed and reinforced primarily through discourse. Sheyholislami notes that while
identity constructs are not exclusively discursive, identities must be articulated in language and
other semiosis and discursive constructs of identity must be disseminated and negotiated

2 Derya Erdem, “The representation of the Democratic Society Party (DTP) in the mainstream Turkish media”, in The Kurdish
Question in Turkey, eds. Cengiz Gunes and Welat Zeydanlioglu (New York: Routledge, 2014).

2 Gilbert Weiss and Ruth Wodak, Critical Discourse Analysis New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 13.

24 Mary Talbot, Media Disconrse: Representation and Interaction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 9.

% Michel Foucault, L ordre du discours (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), 18-20 .

% Talbot, Media Disconrse: Representation and Interaction, 13.

2T Norman Fairclough and Ruth Wodak, “Critical discourse analysis”, in Disconrse Studies: A Multidisciplinary Introduction, ed. Teun
van Dijk (London: Sage, 1997), 258.

2 Ruth Wodak, Rudolf de Cillia, Martin Riesigl, Karin Liebhart, The Discursive Construction of National 1dentity, trans. Angelika
Hirsch, Richard Mitten, ]. W. Unger (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 11.
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among people.?’ The national identity of individuals who perceive themselves as belonging to
a national collective is manifested in, among other things, their social practices, including their
discursive practice.’ This is a particular form of social practice and plays a central part in
forming and expressing national identity. According to Billig, citizens are daily reminded of
their identity, and small words, rather than grand memorable phrases offer constant, but
barely conscious, reminders of the homeland, making ‘our’ national identity unforgettable.3!
For a member of an imagined collective, national identity is indeed a matter of construction
of the ‘other’, the one from whom she/he considers herself/himself different and thanks to
whom she/he reinforces being herself/himself. The categories of otherness used in this
process can be constructed discursively through the media. The mainstream media provides
a platform where this discourse is both produced and conveyed. Sheyholislami suggests that
the media’s discourse not only reinforces the national identity that is desired by the public,
but also modifies, reshapes and rearticulates that identity.?> Van Dijk, too, discusses the
ideological and structural role of news media in the field of ethnic affairs; the media provide
not only information and beliefs, but also a framework for interpreting this information.

Arcan thinks that the news media can play a central role in escalating or reducing conflicts
and violence by framing information.3* Weiss and Wodak suggest that news texts are often
sites of struggle in that they show traces of differing discourses and ideologies contending and
struggling for dominance.3> Therefore, a discursive construction of otherness that strengthens
national identity is a struggle that plays out in news texts. From the establishment’s
perspective, representing an organisation that is endangering the national identity, whether
through armed struggle or other means, as the ‘other’ could be considered a highly effective
method for creating citizens’ support for eliminating the danger.

Methodology

Qualitative methods are appropriate for the research outlined above, as they are interpretive
and case oriented. A purposive sampling method was used to choose three of the mainstream
daily newspapers published in Turkey: Hiirriyet, Milliyer, and Sabah. Due to their circulation and
credibility, they represent the research universe of mainstream Turkish newspapers.
According to the Turkish Press Advertisement Agency data, the total circulation of 36 national
dailies published in Turkey in July-August of 2015 was about 3,160,854 a day. The average
daily circulations of Hiirriyet, Sababh, and Milliyet are, respectively, 361,276, 318,458, and
147,801. Hiirriyet and Milliyet have been in print for over 60 years, and Sabah has been
published since 1985. The front page logos of Hiirriyet, Milliyet, and Sabab include, respectively,
the phrases “Turkey belongs to the Turks’, “Trust in the Press’, and “Turkey’s best newspaper’.
As mainstream media outlets, their positions on national security issues are in line with the
state’s. They also served as the research universe in another study of the representation of
Kurds in the mainstream print media.’¢ The sample consists of all of the news stories about

2 Sheyholislami, Kurdish 1dentity, Disconrse, and New Media, 21.

30 Wodak, de Cillia, Riesigl, Liebhart, The Discursive Construction of National Identity, 29.

3! Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 2002), 93.

32 Sheyholislami, Kurdish 1dentity, Discourse, and New Media, 25.

%8 Teun van Dijk, Flite Disconrse and Racism (London: Sage, 1993), 242.

3 Hediye Esra Arcan, “Ethnic conflicts and the role of the media: The case of Turkish media”, Mediterranean Jonrnal of Social
Sciences 4 no. 10 (2013): 344.

3 Weiss and Wodak, Critical Disconrse Analysis, 15.

% Bayram Ayaz, Tiirk Basun: Tiirkive'de Insan Haklar: ve Kiirt Sorunn Orneginde (Istanbul: Belge, 1997).
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the ongoing conflict published in these three newspapers in a one-month period during which
the armed attacks and actions gained momentum. CDA was then applied to this sample.

CDA reveals the intricate relationships between text, talk, social cognition, power, society,
and culture.’” In other words, it demystifies texts shaped ideologically by relations of power
by focusing on the opaque relationship between discourse and societal structure.? It is also a
particularly valuable method for studying identity because of its critical and constructionist
approach.? CDA adopts a critical approach to the object of investigation, as it endeavouts to
make explicit the power relationships that are frequently hidden. Using the concepts of
intertextuality and interdiscursivity, CDA examines the relationships between texts.*’ These
two concepts have particular importance for the analysis of news articles and the discourses
constructed and disseminated in them.

There are several schools of CDA, which differ according to their theoretical foundations and
methodologies. For example, Fairclough’s dialectical-relational approach uses an essentially
Marxist framework; Van Dijk’s socio-cognitive discourse analysis focuses on the interaction
between cognition, discourse, and society; the discourse-historical approach focuses on
interconnections between texts and discourses in their historical contexts; and the Duisburg
School, sometimes referred to as dispositive analysis, argues that it is discourse that makes
subjects.*! Here, I use the discourse-historical approach, pioneered by Ruth Wodak, to analyse
the news articles. I select the discourse-historical approach because the Kurdish question has
historical roots. As the discourse-historical approach attempts to integrate historical
knowledge with the social and political contexts in which discursive events are embedded,* it
seems an appropriate approach for this research.

Wodak suggests that discourses about nations and national identities rely on at least four types
of discursive macro-strategies: constructive, preservative or justificatory, transformative, and
destructive. Constructive strategies aim to construct national identities, whereas preservative
or justificatory strategies are concerned with their conservation and reproduction.®3 The last
two macro-strategies aim to change and dismantle national identities, respectively. The first
two discursive macro-strategies suit the present research, which examines the discursive
construction of Turkish national identity through otherness categories. These macro-level
strategies work in the news stories through micro-level strategies, which might be called
discourse-analytical tools. This study examines the use of nomination and argumentation
strategies in the sample texts. The nomination strategy deals with the construction of in-
groups and out-groups, and the argumentation strategy justifies positive or negative
attributions. Specifically, this study considers the construction of categories of otherness
through the discursive construction of out-groups, and the use of argumentation strategies to
justify this exclusion or othering.

87 Teun van Dijk, “Principles of critical discourse analysis”, Disconrse & Society 4 no. 2 (1993).

% Encarnacion Hidalgo-Tenortio, “Critical discourse analysis, an overview”, Nordic Journal of English Studies 10 no. 1 (2011): 188.
% Susan Ainsworth and Cynthia Hardy, “Critical discourse analysis and identity: Why bother?”, Critical Disconrse Studies 1 no. 2
(2004): 246.

0 Michael Meyer, “Between theory, method, and politics: positioning of the approaches to CDA”, in Methods of Critical Disconrse
Analysis, eds. Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer (London: Sage, 2001), 15.

4 Hidalgo-Tenorio, “Critical discourse analysis, an overview”, 189-194.

42 Ruth Wodak, “The discourse-historical approach”, in Methods of Critical Disconrse Analysis, eds. Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer
(London: Sage, 2001), 65.

3 Wodak, “The discourse-historical approach”, 71-72.
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A search of the news articles published in Hiirriyet, Milliyet, and Sabah between July 26-August 24
of 2015 found 449 news articles (112 in Hiirriyet, 153 in Milliyet, and 184 in Sabah) about the
conflict.** CDA was then used to examine how the discourse strategies of nomination and
argumentation were used to (re)construct national identity and otherness categories.

Critical discourse analysis of the news articles

This analysis of the elements of the discourse strategies in the news articles identified five
discourse forms: military-legal, national-symbolic, cultural-ethical, dramatic-emotional, and
ethnical. Each of these forms is scrutinised below with examples. The author has translated
the related parts of the news articles from Turkish to English.

Before presenting the analysis of the articles, it is worth noting the type of discourse typically
found in these three newspapers. First, in Turkey, the mainstream media’s coverage of
national security issues is highly dependent on statements issued by officials such as the prime
minister, ministers, military commanders, and senior political party members. Second, the
media tends to use a sensational style to attract public attention, especially when it comes to
attacks against the security forces by the PKK. This reporting style largely builds on official
statements. Accordingly, the newspapers reproduce and reflect the official discourse in their
pages, acting as if they are the guards of the established system. They eagerly line up with the
state, leaving aside their duty as the Fourth Estate according to the liberal model of mass
communication. This attitude is not restricted to the armed conflicts between PKK militants
and Turkish security forces. Yiksek, among others, observes the same attitude during the
Gezi Park protests of 2013 in Turkey, stating that the mainstream media published news
generally based on the political elites’ statements. Considering it a general trend in the
mainstream media, Yilksek draws attention to the identical headlines on the first pages of
many newspapers, which were exactly the same word by word as the prime minister’s
statement.*

The military-legal discourse

The military-legal discourse consists of language expressing all kinds of activities carried out
against the armed organisations and unarmed threats that are considered dangers to national
security. These activities target the PKK, its supporters and the institutions that are allegedly
affiliated with it. Since the PKICs armed actions challenge the state’s monopoly on the
legitimate use of violence, the language used to construct this form of discourse stresses the
legitimacy of the state’s activities and the legal basis for them. Frequently used words in this
form of discourse to describe military/legal activities against PKK and the parties or civic
institutions that are allegedly supporters* are ‘terrorist’, ‘separatist’, ‘treacherous’, ‘anti-
democratic’, ‘pro-war’, and ‘violent’.

In the article ‘Message received, Kandil bir, published in Hiirriyet on 26 July 2015, Turkish Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu is quoted as follows:

* The search of the newspapers’ archives was carried out at the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality’s Atatiirk Library.

4 Derya Yiiksek, “Alternatif Medya ve Direnis Kiiltirii: Sosyal Hareketlerde Birlestirici Giig Olarak Alternatif Medya”, in
Tiirkiye'de Alternatif Medya, eds. Baris Coban and Bora Ataman (Istanbul: Kafka, 2015), 66.

“ In the news media, these alleged supporters include the BDP (Bary ve Demokrasi Partisi, Peace and Democracy Party), HDP,
DBP (Demokratik Bilgeler Partisi, Democratic Regions Party), DTK (Demokratik Toplum Kongresi, Democratic Society Congtess),
and HDK (Halklarn Demokratik Kongresi, Peoples’ Democratic Congtess).
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If someone tried to give us a message by martyring those cops,*” we got that message,
and our planes hit Kandil. Whoever tries to give the same message will pay. The
primary purpose of these operations is to protect our democracy. HDP officials
continually talk about the state of non-conflict. It is high time for them to decide:
Guns or democracy? Violence or peace?

Such statements in the daily newspapers construct violence as the opposite of democracy. The
HDP, as a legal party in parliament, is asked to choose between these two options. Although
not explicitly expressed, the government asks the HDP to join the ranks of democracy against
the PKK, the violent organisation referenced by the code Kandil — a mountainous area in
northern Iraq that hosts the PKIK’s bases and training camps. The article ‘Impudent declaration
Sfrom HDP’ in Sabah on the same day states that the operations against the PKK disturbed the
HDP. It also states that a joint declaration issued by the party and the co-chairs of the DBP,
DTK, and HDK contained expressions threatening the government and security forces. The
articles characterise the statements by the HDP and the other institutions about the airstrikes
targeting PKK’s bases in northern Iraq as ‘impudent’” and ‘threatening’. In contrast, they
represent the security operations as legitimate and based on the legal norms universally
granted to sovereign states. These are examples of the military-legal discourse. They highlight
that the PKK threatens Turkey, and that the military operations will continue against this
threat to democracy and freedom in Turkey.

These articles employ the argumentation strategy, since they justify military operations
discursively. The air raids are targeting the PKK bases because they threaten Turkey,
democracy, freedom, and the lives of citizens. Therefore, the state’s security forces must
eliminate this threat, and their activities have full legitimacy. Here, the operations’ legitimacy
is established through indirect expression of the state’s obligations. There are also phrases
directly expressing this legitimacy in the press release by the Prime Minister’s Centre for
Coordination, reported on in Sabab in the article ‘Leadership on targe? on 26 July 2015. The
article states that the targeting of the terrorist organisation, the PKK, was a legal measure for
defending national sovereignty under international law. It is significant that the press release
states that the legitimacy of the operations cartied out against the PKK, defined as a terrorist
organisation, is based on international law on the defence of national sovereignty. These
operations are legitimate because international law includes a state’s right of self-defence.
Hence the PKK has no legitimacy and is constructed as the ‘other’ against the Turkish national
identity represented by the state.

On 19 August 2015, Hiirriyet published the statements made by the new Chief of Staff, Hulusi
Akar, during the commandership’s handover ceremony. The commander describes the
government’s response to the PKK as follows: “The terrorist actions intend to damage our
country and nation’s unity, our brotherhood of thousands of years, and the insidious and
treacherous attacks against our innocent citizens and security personnel did and will receive
the severest and most effective responses”.

The general insinuates that the PKK is a legitimate target since it organises insidious and
treacherous terrorist actions. Here, the nomination strategy works to discursively construct
out-groups. While the nomination strategy works by denoting the PKK and its affiliates as

4" Two policemen were found dead in their shared flat in Ceylanpinar, a district of Sanlurfa, on 22 July 2015. Fach of them was
killed with a bullet to the head.
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‘terror/terrorist’, ‘treacherous’, ‘insidious’, ‘separatist’, ‘pro-war’, and ‘anti-democratic’ in the
news texts, the argumentation strategy works by stressing the legitimacy of the state’s actions
to eliminate this threat against the nation-state. Through this discourse form, the PKK and
its affiliates are constructed as the other against Turkish national identity, which is represented
by the general, the nation’s unity, citizens, and security personnel.

This critical discourse analysis indicates that the PKK and its so-called affiliates are categorised
as the other in the news media by being defined as ‘illegitimate’. Turkish national identity,
which represents Turkey, the state, the Republic, democracy, legitimacy, and rights and
freedoms, is constructed and reinforced by the military-legal discourse that applies this
otherness category of ‘illegitimacy’.

The national-symbolic discourse

The national-symbolic discourse in the newspaper articles consists of repetitive phrases that
represent or evoke the nation. Therefore, it is possible to argue that this form of discourse
relies on elements that enable Turks to think of the nation-state as an imagined political
community. In the news, this form of discourse is constituted with language such as ‘flag’,
‘Turkish flag’, ‘coffin covered with the flag’, ‘homeland’, ‘citizen’, ‘nation’, and ‘national’.
Everything referencing the nation or nationalism in the newspaper articles has an affirmative
tone. Therefore, the nomination strategy is predominant in the constitution of this discourse
form.

Some examples will elaborate this point. An article published in Sababh on 26 July 2015 with
the headline ‘Leadership on targef reports that according to the Prime Minister’s Centre for
Coordination, the weapons used in the operation were produced locally with national
resources. Another article on the same page, ‘Pars from the air, Storms from the land™® states that
Turkey hit the intended targets using its domestically manufactured military equipment. An
article published in Sabah on July 30 about the bombardment of PKK targets in northern Iraq,
Hitting in the name of Major Aslan’, states that fighter jets dropped bunker-busters developed
by the Institute of Research and Development of the Defence Industry of TUBITAK (Tiirkiye
Bilimsel ve Teknik Arastirmalar Kurnmu, Scientific and Technological Research Council of
Turkey). On 24 August 2015, an article in Sabab, ‘Bombs like rain on traitors’, reports that the
operation conducted against the PKK’s Haftanin base in northern Iraq used F-16 jets and
domestically manufactured Atak helicopters. Phrases such as ‘national means , ‘national resources’,
and ‘domestically manufactured contribute to the discursive construction of an in-group, which
is consistent with the nomination strategy, and imply that the state’s fight against the PKK is
not dependent on foreign countries for supplies. The emphasis on ‘national’ seems critical,
since dependence on foreign procurement for national defence implies ‘non-national’ and
points to a potential weakness in the argument that the state is protecting national interests.

For July 29, several newspapers articles about the funeral of the gendarmerie commander
Major Aslan Kulaks1z contain phrases that contribute to the national-symbolic discourse. The
article in Milliyet, T brought my Lion like lions’, a headline that refers to a Turkish idiom implying
bravery, states that Sibel Kulaksiz wearing her husband’s cap gave a soldier’s salute in front
of the coffin covered with the Turkish flag, saying ‘He is mzy Lion, the entire nation’s Lion, the entire
homeland’s Lion’. Wearing the military cap and giving the military salute indicates symbolic

4 Pars and Storms refer, respectively, to F-16 fighter jets and T-155 howitzers.
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identification with the army, which also represents the national identity. The words of his wife
present the martyred major*’ as a symbol representing the nation and the homeland. Aslan,
the majot’s name, means lion in Turkish, which is the symbol of power and superiority in
nature, and it is frequently used in all of the newspaper articles to denote the Turkish nation’s
bravery. An article in Sabah states that Vecdi Gonil, the National Defence Minister and
General Abdullah Atay, the Gendarmerie General Commander, attended the funeral at
Dénertas mosque after visiting the house of the martyr’s father for the last goodbye. Dursun
Kulaksiz, the martyr’s 21-year-old son, also wore his father’s cap during part of the ceremony.
Here, by wearing the military cap, the martyred officer’s son is identified with the military
representing the national identity.

The national-symbolic discourse in the newspapers is constructed with words such as “Turkish
flag’, ‘soldier’s salute’, ‘military cap’, ‘homeland’, and ‘nation’, which denote the discursive
construction of an in-group following the nomination strategy. Mentioning the minister’s and
the commander’s participation also contributes to the discourse, as both represent the state
and the nation. It is noteworthy that martyred security officers’ family members exhibit
national symbols such as the flag, military caps and uniforms at the funerals. Using national
symbols to denote the national identity at these events also contributes to othering those who
killed the officers, their organisations and parties.

Thus, the national-symbolic discourse is constructed through language that represents,
indicates, and implies the national, and its sine gua non symbols and metaphors such as ‘flag’,
‘homeland’, ‘nation’, and ‘martyr’. This discourse represents the other as the ‘non-national’.
That is, the otherness category that is used to reproduce the national identity is ‘the non-
national’. The PKK is placed in the ‘non-national’ category because it kills security officers
and threatens national unity; the political party, the HDP, is presented as having a close
relationship with the ‘non-national” PKK. This classification is possible due to the national-
symbolic discourse, which is prominent in the newspapers. The PKIK and the parties related
to it are indirectly coded as illegitimate, because they are presented as the opposite of the
homeland, nation, flag, and military. They are discursively constructed as the ‘non-national’
other.

The cultural- ethical discourse

The cultural-ethical form of discourse relates to a society’s cultural and ethical value judgments
and is constructed in the newspapers in their discussions of attitudes, behaviours, thoughts,
actions, and consequences. The traditional values define what is to be glorified, respected, and
blessed or disdained and condemned. Schlesinger considers national cultures as the repository
of classification systems and suggests that they make the identification of ‘self’ and ‘other’
possible.”’ Therefore, national culture plays a significant role in constructing otherness and
otherness categories. This is particularly so in this case study of othering during the
intensification of internal conflict in Turkey. In the news media, keywords that are frequently
used to constitute the cultural-ethical discourse are ‘hero’, ‘traitot’, ‘ambush’, ‘mean’,
‘inglorious’, ‘treacherous’, ‘hitting from behind’, and ‘bitch’. The positive qualities are
attributed to Turkishness, whereas the negative ones are recognized as otherness qualities.
The PKK, classified as a terrorist organisation, kills security personnel, even when asleep.

4'When the government officials, soldiers, and police are killed while performing their duties in Turkey, they are called ‘martyr’.
50 Philip Schlesinger, Media, State, and Nation: Political 1V iolence and Collective Identities (London: Sage, 1991), 174.
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Security personnel are ambushed, hit from behind, and murdered in front of their families.
This means that PKK uses methods that are entirely outside of assumed Turkish cultural
norms and ethical values. The strategies of nomination and argumentation are used to
construct this form of discourse. The sublimated values, such as bravery, heroism, and
sacrifice, represent the national identity and accordingly contribute to the discursive
construction of an in-group, following the nomination strategy, while terms such as
treacherous, coward, and inglorious construct the other’s identity as the out-group. The
argumentation strategy operates by demonstrating that the actions of the PKK violate cultural
and ethical values. For instance, when the news reports that the PKK has killed soldiers in an
ambush, it implies treachery and cowardice, since ambushes are traditionally interpreted as a
method used by those who do not have enough courage to fight face-to-face. The article
“Treacherous trap with bomb-loaded vebicles published in Milliyet on 27 July 2015, demonstrates
these strategies:

A bomb-loaded vehicle exploded in Lice, a Diyarbakir district, just as the military
vehicle was passing, martyring two soldiers, and wounding four soldiers. The General
Staff's statement relating to the attack was as follows: “When our personal arrived at
the site, the terrorists detonated the bomb-loaded vehicle and the handmade
explosives placed there. The separatist terror organisation treacherously planned
them. A Cobra armoured vehicle overturned due to the explosion”.

The PKK members, who killed the security personnel, are denominated as ‘traitors’ and
‘separatists’. The PKK fighters are ‘treacherous’ because they ambush soldiers. The fact that
the word ‘ambush’ points to a military tactic is not important. It is here identified with
‘treachery’ and the PKK is constructed as the treacherous other against the nationalist martyrs.
Discourse works here through the argumentation strategy.

An article about Lahican Kacar, a 22-year-old pregnant woman, is another striking example
of the cultural-ethical discourse. In the article ‘Helicopter carrying pregnant woman under fire,
published in Sabah on August 2, the story is as follows:

The Hakkati-Cukurca road was closed due to the detonation of a handmade bomb
by PKK terrorists at the Sine Bridge location. Meanwhile, Lacihan Kacar, who was
in labour, could not be taken to the hospital, and citizens asked the soldiers for help.
Kacar was sent to the hospital by a military helicopter. PKK terrorists opened fire to
harass the helicopter landing there.

The article states that Kagar, who faced a risky delivery, was transferred from the hospital in
Cukurca to the state hospital in Hakkari but came suddenly face-to-face with death due to the
road closure. The army rushed to help her. The units conducted the operation while under
fire, managing to conduct a breath-taking rescue. Despite the danger, the helicopter took off
and came under fire from the terrorists while in the air. The PKK blocked transportation by
destroying the bridge, which put civilians in danger. The roadblock risked the lives of the
pregnant woman and her unborn baby. The woman and her baby might have died if the army
had not rushed to help her. The PKK opened fire on a helicopter transporting a pregnant
woman and tried to prevent the humanitarian aid operation. Here, the armed organisation is
an unethical agent, while the Turkish army represents the ethical agent seeking to transfer the
pregnant woman to the hospital despite all the difficulties. In the news article, the national
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identity represented by the Turkish army is constructed based on the ‘unethical’ otherness
category; the PKK is placed in that category through the argumentation strategy of discourse.

This analysis shows how the PKK is represented as ‘unethical’ in the news media due to its
disregard for society’s traditional values. It acts unethically against the ‘heroic’ and ‘brave’
individuals who express the national identity by protecting pregnant women. Here, the
Turkish national identity is constructed based on opposition to the ‘unethical’ otherness

category.
The dramatic-emotional discourse

The dramatic-emotional discourse is constructed using phrases that appeal to and provoke
emotions and strengthen common affective states. The funerals of martyrs provide suitable
contexts for poignant and dramatic expressions of emotion. In the news articles, emotional
expressions are usually organized around the most emotive words in Turkish society, such as
‘family’, ‘child’, ‘marriage’, ‘wedding’, and ‘pregnancy’. The expressions that build the
emotional-dramatic discourse in the sample of news texts in this study are clear examples of
sensationalist journalism. Higgins thinks that the media’s populist language is related to
political populism in today’s world.”! According to Mudde, the spirit of the time is populism,
and populist discourse has become mainstream in Western democracies.”” Furthermore, since
internal conflicts are also struggles to form public opinion, it is not surprising that they make
populist discourses more prominent in the political sphere. Populism is also promoted
through sensationalist reporting styles. The sensationalist reporting of a statement given by
Yalcin Akdogan, the Deputy Prime Minister, exemplifies this. The article “Akdogan: HDP back
to factory settings’, published in Milliyet on 2 August 2015, quotes Akdogan’s words to the HDP
about their relationship to the PKK as follows: “Here you let them abuse you. You betrayed
the peace process. You know why? Because you act according to the borrowed mind. There
is a prompter near you, and it whispers to your ears. The phrases you used are not yours”.
This constitutes an excellent example of populist political discourse. The headline ‘Back #o
Jactory settings uses a common metaphor to say that although the HDP had acted
democratically during the negotiations at Imralt, it was ‘back’ to acting according to the PKICs
orientations in the new period.

The argumentation strategy is dominant in the construction of the dramatic-emotional
discourse in the newspapers. The ‘othet’ creates enormous suffering and frustrations, which
are reflected in dramatic and emotional phrases. The reason for all this suffering is the ‘other’
who seeks to martyr ‘us’, hurt ‘us’, and act against ‘our’ national and social values.

The article ‘What great pair’, published in Milliyer on 3 August 2015, exemplifies the dramatic-
emotional discourse. The story about the funeral of 35-year-old specialist sergeant Ali
Gokgen, who was killed by a PKK mine, states that his wife, Songtil Gokcen (30) and her
daughters, 11-year-old Bugra and 3-year-old Azra, burst into tears upon seeing the coffin
covered with the flag.

First, it is noteworthy that the headline emphasises suffering. The PKK martyred the soldier,
who was married and had two young children, and it made his wife a widow and his children

5! Michael Higgins, “Mediated populism, culture, and media form”, Palgrave Commmunications 3 no. 3 (2017): 1.
52 Cas Mudde, “The populist zeitgeist”, Government and Opposition 39 no. 4 (2004): 542.
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orphans. As the other, the PKK is responsible for all this suffering and irreparable loss, and
the national identity is represented by the sufferers.

Numerous dramatic and emotional phrases appear in Hiirriyet, Milliyet, and Sabah’s reporting
on the PKK attack in Silopi on August 10. The article ‘Mined trap: 4 policemen martyred’ in Hiirriyet
states, “After the mine attack, the police team of which Sileyman Aydin [the victim’s father]
is a member rushed to the crime scene. He is said to have contributed to the efforts of taking
his son’s body out of the demolished vehicle”. It continues, “Martyr Savas Akyol had officially
married Fatma Yagar. The couple had distributed the invitation cards for the celebration party
on August 23 in Sincan, Ankara”. The article in Milliyet, ‘Treacherous trap for police in Silopi: 4
martyrs states that the relatives and neighbours of the martyr said that Akyol had rented an
apartment, bought the furniture and household appliances, distributed the invitation cards,
and that the henna night and wedding party would be on August 22 and 23, respectively.

The quotations from these articles exemplify the construction of the dramatic-emotional
discourse. Sentimentality is amplified by details of the preparations for marriage and the
victim’s father being in the position of removing his son’s body from the vehicle hit by the
attack. Once again, the PKK and its inhumane actions are the cause of all these sufferings and
loss. Here, the national identity of Turkishness is constructed through the use of the otherness
category of ‘inhumanity’ constructed by the dramatic-emotional discourse.

The ethnic discourse

The ethnic discourse in the newspapers is constructed using language that expresses, points
to, or implies the otherness of social groups, ethnicities, and geographies considered to be
outside the historical, social, and cultural spheres of Turkish identity. This discourse can be
constructed in explicit forms such as ‘Kurd/Kutrds’, ‘Kurdistan’, or ‘Kurdish citizens’, or
through coded language such as ‘the region’, ‘East and South-east’, or ‘citizens in the region’.
Bruinessen argues that the armed conflict has increased the Kurds’ awareness of their distinct
ethnic identity.” Therefore, it is not surprising that the language used by national institutions,
especially the state, focuses on national identity. Accordingly, the constructed discourse
changes according to the seriousness of the threat and pointing to a different ethnicity
becomes a problem from the very moment it is expressed.

The articles “Terror bases destroyed one by one, published in Sabah on 26 July 2015, makes the
following statements in a story about 19 people detained in the town of Aydin: “HDP Aydin
Provincial Co-Chair Pinar Akpinar’s attitude and statements are surprising. Akpinar, who
went to the police station, argued as if being a lawyer that the detainees were innocent. By
saying that the region, which she called Kurdistan, was bombed by Turkey, she openly
manifested her sympathy for the PKK”. The article reports on an air operation by the Turkish
Air Force against the PKK bases in northern Iraq. The operation was conducted in a region
governed by the Kurdistan Regional Government. The fact that Akpinar called this
geographical region ‘Kurdistan’ makes her a PKK sympathizer in the eyes of the mainstream
print media in Turkey. By using the term ‘Kurdistan’ for the region, she violates the invisible
ban imposed by the dominant discourse. The newspaper also implies this is part of the same
process through which Akpinar insists on the detainees’ innocence. In other words, she
exceeds the limits of acceptable discourse. In the news article, the ethnic discourse is

53 Martin van Bruinessen, “Shifting national and ethnic identities: The Kurds in Turkey and the European diaspora”, Journal of
Muslim Minority Affairs 18 no. 1 (1998): 50.
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constructed by putting the PKK, HDP, and Kurdistan into the same category. This is an
example of how the nomination strategy functions in constituting this discourse form.

Another example for the ethnic discourse is the article ‘No place for ISLS on the border, published
by Hiirriyet on July 25. It includes the following statement that Prime Minister Davutoglu gave
in his meeting with the editors-in-chief of the Turkish dailies: “Since Thursday, I have received so
many supportive messages from the East and South-east, thank-you messages, saying ‘we wanted to see the
state’. The people who remained silent due to the PKK’s pressures will speak louder from now and on”. The
article ‘Matter of existence for the state’ in Milliyet quotes Davutoglu’s statements about the HDP:
“They engaged in a two-part game; the first one was to make use of the advantage of the
election of 80 MPs in Ankara and Istanbul, and the second was to make use of the PKK’s
armed presence in the region as an advantage”. Thus, according to the head of the AKP
government, the people living in the South-east had been silent about the PKK’s oppression
because of fear but had expressed their support for the state freely since the government had
started to take drastic measures against the PKI. Here, the geographical region where the
population has a non-Turkish ethnicity is coded as ‘East’, ‘South-east’, or ‘the region’.

This analysis shows that the discourse in newspaper articles distinguishes Kurdish ethnic
identity from Turkish national identity. The discourse on Kurdish identity may be explicit or
coded. The PKK, waging an armed struggle against the Turkish state, in which it claims to
fight on behalf of the Kurds, and the HDP, which defends the rights of the Kurds and is
therefore often accused of being associated with the PKK, prefer the use of open language
such as ‘Kurd’, ‘Kurds’, and ‘Kurdistan’, whereas the statements of the officials prefer coded
language such as the ‘region’. In instances where the word ‘Kurd’ is used in official statements,
the word ‘citizen’ is often added.

Thus, the ethnic discourse is constructed in the news texts through language that creates the
‘non-Turk’ otherness category against which the national identity is constructed. In the
newspaper articles, almost everything in the ‘non-Turk’ category is associated with an
indicator of Kurdish identity.

Above I identified five forms of discourse used to discursively construct national identity and
otherness: military-legal, national-symbolic, cultural-ethical, dramatic-emotional, and ethnic.
An analysis of the relative frequency of the words and phrases associated with the different
discourse forms identified in 449 news articles shows that the language of the military-legal
discourse appears in 76% of them. In other words, the military-legal discourse is the dominant
form in the news. Expressions constructing the cultural-ethical discourse appear in 28.7% of
the articles, and 16% of the articles contain language of the dramatic-emotional discourse.
The last two forms of discourse are almost equally common: they appear in 12.7 % and 12.0%
of the articles, respectively. This distribution seems consistent with a period of intensifying
conflict. During a period when a strong wave of violence was affecting both urban spaces and
rural areas, the discourse takes a form based on the language of violent encounters and is
concerned with qualifying such actions as legal or illegal.

Concluding remarks

This study examined how Turkish national identity and the otherness categories it is defined
against have been constructed in the mainstream print media’s dailies Hiirriyet, Milliyet, and
Sabah. It analysed 449 news articles published in a one-month period of intensifying conflict
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in 2015. The main results are outlined above. Since all mainstream media in Turkey adopt the
same approach to national security issues and use political and military elites’ statements as
their primary sources, the above examples from the three dailies should give an accurate
overview of discourse types and otherness categories in Turkish public discourse in general.

Using the discourse-historical concepts of argumentation and nomination strategies, I find
that Turkish national identity is constructed and reinforced through the construction of
multiple otherness categories including ‘illegitimate’, ‘non-national’, ‘unethical’, ‘inhuman’,
and ‘non-Turk’. These categories are established through five forms of discourse, which can
be conceptualized as military-legal, national-symbolic, cultural-ethical, dramatic-emotional,
and ethnic discourses, respectively.

If these five discourse categories are treated as streams that feed a river, it is possible to say
that some of the forms are stronger or weaker, just as the flow of some streams is stronger or
weaker than others. Together, the five streams serve to vigorously construct national identity,
just as streams come together to form a river. It seems that political populism, which has
become the dominant form of political communication today, plays a vital role in the
construction of Turkish national identity in these circumstances, as does sensationalist
journalism. The fact that all three newspapers in this study directly convey statements uttered
by politicians and military personnel who use populist political language and use sensational
and emotion-provoking phrases for headlines, is consistent with a sensational journalism style.
In other words, the use of populist language by the print media and politicians facilitates the
discursive construction of otherness categories. Due to this othering process, social tensions
inevitably increase and provide a fertile ground for exacerbating ethnic-based contflict, creating
a difficult environment for peace initiatives.

This study is limited to a one-month period of intensifying conflict. It would be valuable to
conduct a study of discourse forms and otherness categories in the print media during peace
negotiations. Such research would enable us to determine how external conditions affect the
discourse forms and otherness categories on which Turkish national identity is constructed
and consolidated. I expect that the construction of national identity and otherness categories
would be less explicit in other periods. This research could contribute to conflict-resolution
initiatives, as resolution processes need a climate of mutual understanding and compromise,
and the media could play an affirmative role in this process by avoiding the sensationalist
reporting style. This article also draws attention to the relevance of news media discourses to
peaceful cohabitation in multi-ethnic societies.
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